














Living as a covert operative 


in a futuristic dystopian spy novel. 


Violence is not very useful and is rarely covert. And how often is it used 


anyway? 


I only ever use outright violence twice in my life, once when a school bully 
is picking on my friend, and once when a group of guys try to extort money 
from me in a video game arcade. The bully ends up in the hospital, might have 
permanent injuries (I don’t keep in touch). The extortionists end up in a 
foolish heap on the floor of the mall, right there in front of Taco Bell and 


everybody. 


It’s not that I’m against violence per se, there’s just a straight-and-narrow 
that every Agent must maneuver. I’ve found that it’s much more useful to train 


for something more pragmatic; resisting pain, for example. 


My introduction to pain suppression is having my teeth drilled. The Agency 
opportunistically uses a planned dental check-up to spring the surprise. Oh, 


so sorry but no meds - might show up on a tox screen! 


The professional advice I’m given is to “just think about it as a sensation, a 
feeling, like ice or fire”. Right, ice and fire and other pleasant sensations, 


and the drill descends into my mouth. 


That screaming whine combined with the low metallic grind that sinks down 
into the jaw, then upward to jiggle the skull in a very unpleasant way -- once 
I get past that and the breathtaking moments when drill hits raw nerve, 


everything's peachy. 


I honestly can’t tell you how long the appointment lasts but I’m quite 
confident that the dentist takes her sweet fucking time. 


On this day I learn that I can tolerate some pain. I don’t like it any better 
but, to a certain extent, I can tune it out more effectively. The body still 


suffers but I don’t have to listen to it complain so much. 


I can use that same ability in the other direction, putting my consciousness 
into my body to do things like stop myself hiccuping and control my heartbeat 


(super fun when hooked up to a monitor). 


As it happens, the secret to precise muscular control is relaxation - 
something profound in that I think. If only I could display as much control 
in my hedonistic pursuits! But at least I can help the doctor pinpoint the 
source of the problem afterward. If you ask me, what’s the point of living if 


you're not gonna live? 


Ability, training, technology; the three legs on which a Transmundane Agent 
stands. Out of the three, ability is the thickest and veiniest since it 


determines the type of training and technological enhancements to employ. 


A well-equipped, well-trained Agent moves through the world unobserved and 


entirely blended into the background. Average as fuck. Nobody can even guess. 


Transmundane, however, is hardly the first organization to take this 


approach. 


“So-called ninjutsu techniques, in short are the skills of hinobu- 
no-jutsu and shinobi-jutsu, which have the aims of ensuring that 
one’s opponent does not know of one’s existence, and for which there 


was special training.” 
“Warriors of Medieval Japan”, Stephen Turnbull, 2005 


Transmundane isn’t the first to do a lot of things, and we don’t claim to. ie do 
what works and if that happens to already be established, great! Saves a lot 
of time and frustration. Besides, we can always put our own spin on things, 


especially when it helps to achieve operational objectives. 


Pragmatism is prime. Technology and corporeal training are obvious but why 
leave options off the table just because they’re unconventional, weird, or 


spooky? 


Embedded deep in enemy territory, living as a covert operative in a 
futuristic dystopian spy novel, an Agent needs every advantage they can get. 


This isn’t a game for chumps. 
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I Re rs a se 
The narrative so far might appear to be a little confused, maybe a bit turbid. 
In some places it seems like I was a full member of the Section without 
knowing it, running ops with no awareness, basically just being manipulated 


by unseen forces. 


While some of this confusion might just be due to bad memory, generally 
speaking, it’s correct. And why shouldn't it be? 


Much of the time we all aid, work against, or are swept up by forces beyond our 
ken or, often, awareness. Whether these forces are material, spiritual, or 
otherwise, it’s hard to argue against this fact. It just so happens that one of 


these forces is the Agency. 


Pop culture tends to portray the process of anamnesis, a.k.a. the awakening of 
the sleeper, as some sort of painful and difficult process, but being activated 
is usually the opposite. A head full of “new” realizations and access to weird 
“new” abilities - do you imagine that this would make you feel all angsty and 


distressed? No, no it doesn’t. 


A recruit graduates to Agent status when they knowingly join the Agency. It’s 
that “knowingly” that’s really important because up until then the Org will 
have been just a vague, shadowy, guiding principle. In effect, the way to 
become an Agent is to know the Agency. But the Agency is known only to Agents. 
Whatever constitutes a true and proper “chicken” in this scenario, it’s clear 


that the egg must always come home to roost. 


Once in the Org, an Agent is simply a freelance Agent-Operative. The 
designations are mostly interchangeable; it’s all about who the Agent works 


for, or with. 


The Agency itself is an enigma, as one would expect. Its aims are mysterious 
and beyond top secret, but a long-term Agent-Operative is bound to notice 


certain themes after a while. 


And speaking of certain themes, it’s hard not to notice the cephalopod-like 
creep of The Authority over the planet. Central minions also seem to feel 
increasingly free to flex their tentacles, using every crisis as an 
opportunity to make it worse. Some days it feels just like I’m living in an 


alternate universe. 


Reality schism. Dimensional drift. That’s that thing on the stairs of the 


factory. That’s the episode with the escaping cat. And there are others. 


It’s like being hit with an unexpected ocean wave, a whump, and then something 
in the environment suddenly shifts, changes, or disappears. Problem is that 
that something is usually insignificant or minuscule. Most of the time I 


don’t notice any difference, or I chalk it up to poor memory. 


But the cat incident demonstrates that sometimes people nearby can be “taken 
across” with me. Sometimes it’s an object or two. I can’t say what exactly 
“nearby” means because whumps are unexpected, but being within a few feet of 


me is probably a safe bet. 


I still sometimes wonder if the cat is alive or dead. Maybe it’s both until I 


notice it and collapse the wave. 


The problem with this particular ability is that I’m writing the first- 
edition training manual for it, and right now it fires off pretty much 
totally at random. I’m still trying to figure out how it works. It’s usually 


not an issue but, to be blunt, the Mandela effect ain’t got nothin’ on this. 


Sometimes after a whump I don’t notice any differences or oddities for weeks, 
even months, but eventually something emerges. Stuff I'd studied at college, 
the placement or shape of organs within the human body, geographies and 
place names - anything and everything is fair game for some sort of change, 
usually minor and obscure. Of course, nearly anyone with a memory of it 


remembers that that’s how it’s always been. 


When I come across a difference I’m often struck by how it varies from what I 


remember, but I try to remind myself that sometimes memory can be unreliable. 


If it wasn’t for the occasional witness and a growing collection of artifacts, 
I might be tempted to think I’m losing my marbles. In fact, that some of those 


artifacts are actual marbles would suggest otherwise. 


It might be tempting to explain all of this as simply a series of psychotic 
episodes that spill over into folie 4 plusieurs simultanée but then there's 
all that stuff in the Journal's collection. Also reassuring in all of this is 
the continued existence of the Agency and it’s resources, regardless of which 


reality I happen to find myself in. 


Most “jumps” are close enough that it’s really not a biggie anyway, more of a 
getting re-acquainted thing. Still, I gotta stay on my toes; missions don’t 
stop just because I’m in a different dimension. Maybe it’s all part of a bigger 


strategy. 


“see those excellent ninja who have a deep strategy usually will not 
give themselves away as ninja but hide it deeply and pretend to be an 
ordinary samurai, a hermit or a masterless samurai. They would not 
give the slightest indication that they know ninjutsu but look like 


ordinary people.” 


“The Book of Ninja (Bansenshukai)”, Antony Cummins and Yoshie 
Minami, 2013 


Vic and Joanne are two names I will always associate with the topic of 
strategy. They're the stepping-stones of my first deep infiltration mission 


for Section B. 


They’re both lower-level Centralites but they each have entire buildings of 
staff under them. I’ve gently infiltrated the organization and have made 
myself a valuable asset to both of them, without each other knowing. They’re 
both vying for the next position up the ladder and they don’t really like each 
other so a lot of the heavy lifting has been done for me. Awesome. All I really 


have to do is light the match and watch them both go up in flames. 


Holy shit, watching them go at each other is so satisfying. It’s all the result 
of a lust for power and control, Central in a nutshell. I couldn't call myself 
an Agency man if I didn’t oppose their ambitions with every fiber of my being, 


so plucking at their tawdry strings produces only sweet music to my ears. 


But the fights are just a show I orchestrate. I couldn’t care less about 
gaining the trust of either Vic or Joanne, I’m gunning for the next position 
up the ladder. So I make sure the matches are loud and boisterous and in well- 


trafficked areas. 


While I’m being discretely “useful” to both Vic and Joanne, I’m also making 
inroads with the boss. This is on a more professional level, a little more 
sophisticated. He’s guarded but he appreciates someone with both demonstrated 
skills and a seemingly intuitive understanding of what he’s been tasked to 


accomplish (and therefore how I can help him to accomplish said tasks). 


At one point the boss is forced to intervene in yet another V & J scrap and I 


get called into the big office. 


Vic is standing at one corner of the expansive mahogany desk, Joanne at the 
other. Their chests are still heaving from whatever they’ve been screaming 


about now. (I can probably guess.) 


Between them is an ocean of polished wood. The boss is setting behind the far 
horizon, perfectly still, hands clasped as if in prayer, grave face radiating 


a stern presence, eyes like black stars focused dead on me. 


Uh ohe 


“I need your help,” he opens. 


Whew. 


He goes on to relate some of the problems that the pair flanking him have been 
having lately - something I’m really surprised to hear - and since they both 


vouch for me, could I help to mediate this ongoing feud? 


Okay. I'll do my best. 


My “usefulness” to the Wonder Twins translates to confidence, sometimes by 
necessity, and that can garner embarrassing information. I employ subtle 
innuendo, coded in innocuous but mutually-understood terms, to communicate to 


both Vic and Joanne that there are worse things than calling a truce. 


They both sheepishly acquiesce, grudgingly apologize, and slink off out the 


door. 


The boss turns to me and says, “I’ve been trying to get those two to stop coming 
to me with that crap for months! I'd get rid of them both in a heartbeat but the 


nepotism above me is something else.” 


“Maybe there are other ways,” I suggest, putting on my best bootlicker smile. 


Infiltration of a Central hierarchy is definitely do-able but requires some 
patience and work, the kind of work that fits under the espionage umbrella. 
The challenge in this type of infiltration is primarily one of 
meticulousness and timing. The acquired instincts of Agency training don’t 


hurt either but there's no substitute for the ole gumshoe. 


Thankfully there are shortcuts to subverting a targeted Central apparatus. 
Trying to go all the way to the top is both dangerous and counter-productive. 
Disgruntled/competitive underlings are easier to manage, and even a little 


dysfunction in a minor department can go a long way. 


A retrieval mission, on the other hand, is a lot more physical. I’ve done a few 


and a surprising number of them include far-flung, “abandoned” sites. 





One of them is next to an old iron ore strip mine filled with a stunningly 
azure rainwater lake (entry to lab via “derelict” processing plant), but most 


of them are deep underground - still one of the best places to hide stuff. 


In this context, my most unique mission to date would have to involve a small 


shack on stilts, in a marsh, on the edge of a ghost town. 


I do as much research about the area as I can but the town had never been much 
more than hamlet so there isn’t much to know. If I remember correctly, the last 
resident moved out some fifty years prior and the place has slowly been 


falling apart ever since. 


I drive far north until I hit logging roads, then I veer off onto a narrow 
marsh-lined trail clearly intended for off-road vehicles. My sore-thumb-red 
hatchback becomes too wide about halfway to the town limit. (I know, but it’s 


the only thing the Agency has available.) 


The sun has set and I can no longer reliably see behind me so I do a 
treacherous hundred-point-turn, gently cradling the car between two 
alarmingly steep banks, hovering precariously over sludgy marsh water and 
thick mud. 


Many breathless moments later, having parked the car back at the trail 
entrance I return on foot with a flashlight and headlamp, light B&E kit on my 
back. 


By night the ghost town is proper creepy. There may have been a general store 
here once but the crumbling two-storey building looks like it hadn't been 
used for that purpose for a long time. The few collapsed houses and stone 
fireplaces that remain among the tall weeds are now more vegetation than 


structure. 


In a couple of minutes I’ve reached the opposite edge of town. The frogs are 


getting louder, meaning that I’m closer to the western marsh, and the target. 


Gloomy invading muck on all sides; big mystery why everyone left. 


The shack-on-stilts looks horribly shoddy yet somehow still manages to not 
only stay above the water but also level. I wade through the cattails and 


stagnant sludge, pry the door open, and hoist myself inside. 


The structure’s outward appearance is a cleverly manufactured illusion - I 
should have on a smoking jacket, fez, and comfortable pipe just to stand in 


such opulence. 


The tiny room is lined with deep oaken bookshelves packed with old books, 
objets d'art, fancy gizmos, and ornate wooden panels that probably contain 
rare liqueurs and rarer cigars. Bright moonlight shines through a small 
window facing the marsh, adding an eerie glow to a plush leather recliner in 
the corner, flanked by an intricate jade-top table and a sumptuous Art Deco 


lamp. The floor is lined with what appears to be an exquisite Turkish rug. 


The whole scene is mesmerizing and surreal. 


I’m quickly brought back down to earth by the hollow sound of a canoe and the 


gurgle of wooden paddles in the shallow water outside. 


Security. 


Rural, but still. 


In a few moments I’ve located the documents, stuck them in my bag, turned off 


my lights, and bugged out. 


Needless to say, everything turns out fine. I make it back in one piece and I’m 
not sure if anyone even suspects I was there until they find the cracked door 


and my muddy calling cards all over their fancy rug. 


I’ve looked through the documents on numerous occasions but I don’t really 
understand them. Then again, a mission’s success doesn’t always depend on my 


comprehension. 


Sometimes things go south and I end up in a safe house for a while. Gotta be 
honest, mot my favorite. I stayed for a few days in a five-buck-a-night 
“deluxe” (+combo shower/toilet/sink/closet nook) room at Chunking Mansions 
in Kowloon, and as far as shit accommodations go the safe house might give 


that place a run for it’s money. 


The Mansions room is a essentially a tall coffin but what the safe house 


lacks in claustrophobia it makes up for in other ways. 


For starters, the place is a rundown dump where dreams go to die. Places that 
accept cash and ask no questions usually are. The windows are barred and the 
building has various “surveillance cameras”, some more convincing than 
others, so my own discreet additions aren't really out of place. With a bit of 


dust, they're almost quaint. 


Unfortunately, my cameras do their job and discover some shenanigans outside 
the building at night. It looks like Central’s narrowed down the safe house’s 


location, approximately, and they’re trying to air it out. 


There are poisoning attempts, most likely aerosol but could be water, regular 
RF jamming and “accidentally cut” landlines, numerous break-ins, even a not- 


s0-subtle dead body left on the sidewalk. I mean, seriously? 


This is where some Tactical Thaumaturgy comes in handy. 


The Tac-T keeps the supply lines open and Central off my back while 
arranging some opportunities to sneak a requisition for a priority exfil to 


the Agency. 


I don’t immediately receive a reply. Understandable, but still sucks. Days 
turn into weeks turn into months, and naturally I’m a bit anxious. I feel like 
I’ve been having a staring contest with death for a while now and I really 
have to blink. 


The Agency’s response comes suddenly and unexpectedly, and within 48 hours 


the safe house is mostly but a bad memory. 


For a while afterwards the experience has me a bit jacked and I don’t think 
those toxins did my body any favors either, but the recuperative properties 


of the new Base Of Operations help. 


In some ways, the BOO feels like a maritime resort on the remote edge of some 
small Nordic country, almost the exact opposite of the inner-city slum/safe 
house. The food is tastier, the air is cleaner, the birds sing sweetly and I 
don’t have to worry about keeping supply lines open; most things arrive ona 
per-need basis. If it wasn’t for the fact that I’m on the job, this might be a 


vacation. 


It’s not luxury though, if that’s how I make it sound. I still have to buy my 
own food, cook my own meals, wipe my own ass, make my own bed, etc. The Agency 
provides enough, and sometimes a little extra for when a mission wraps up 
satisfactorily, but there aren't any butlers or chauffeurs. If staying covert 
is a top priority then ostentation is the last thing that the Organization 


would promote, naturally. 


The assorted dinnerware is either middling Corelle or unknown budget brands, 
most of the cutlery is mismatched and appears to have been “borrowed” from 
various restaurants, drinking glasses are Mason jars repurposed from budget 


pasta sauces, the cookware bends painfully when exposed to high heat. 


The bed has no frame, just a mattress on a floor. The bedside table is a dusty 
old Commodore 64 monitor and on it sits the bedside clock, an old radio alarm 
with two presets (or electronic screech option) and a dedicated D.S.T. button. 


The antenna got ripped off long ago so the radio “gets what it gets”. 


The office contains a solitary pine dinner table from Ikea, heavily used, a 
sagging plastic mesh chair on wheels salvaged from the garbage heap of a 
corporate boardroom, and a cheap table lamp, also from Ikea, sporting a 


makeshift shade, the old one having been subjected to years of abuse. 


On the table sits an ancient laptop which only runs on A/C since its batteries 
are no longer made, hooked up to a failing monitor with an aspect ratio they 
don’t produce anymore, occasionally used with a mouse that no longer has a 


functional right button. This is the BOO’s nerve center. 


It’s pretty basic, but definitely an improvement over the safe house. “Not on 
the Organization’s dime!”, seems to be a guiding principle. You won't get 
luxury but you'll usually get you what you need, especially if it pertains to 


Agency business. 


These days I prefer to just call it a mission gone awry. The story of Louise 


is long and, frankly, tediously odious. I’d rather not dwell on it. 


Let’s just say that I’m caught up by a double agent who manages to land some 
major head fuckery on me. At one point she actually has me repeating some 


atrocious Central gobbledygook. Bad scene, man. 


She gets me isolated in the middle of nowhere and pulls some messed up Soviet- 
era, Stephen King shit. I think I actually loose my mind a little bit out 
there. Eventually the Section slips some NRT my way and I’m able to come to my 


Sensese 


“Psycho calm” is how she describes me when she finally understands that I 
finally understand. She’s run out of tricks, I know who she’s really working 


for, and I know what her mission is. And I don’t like it. 


She’s like an animal backed into a corner, a look on her face that’s half fear, 


half rage. Now that we’re down to brass tacks she’s got nothing left but panic. 
Perhaps unwisely, I let her live. 


A life of mediocrity and an anonymous death within the Central grind is more 


punishing than the mercy of a quick end, that’s my thinking. 


Now that I’ve had some time to reflect and follow up, my judgment appears to be 


correct. 


In the Louise incident, NRT is a genuine a life saver. Beyond that, though, the 
Tech is simply the training wheels on the bicycle of “Agent consciousness”. 


We all have to start somewhere, right? 


I’m told by a reliable source that the Labs are cooking up some all-in-one 
solution that “includes NRT” (as per the literature). The details are a little 
thin so for now I’m relying on a patchwork of stuff to get by and it kinda 
mostly works. And I’m kinda mostly maintaining my psycho calm, so that’s 


good. 


7.10 


My contact in the Labs keeps me in the know about what they’re brewing. I don’t 
have a deep understanding of it all but it sounds pretty useful: 
cryptocurrency stuff, dark web projects, code to scrape data, other code to 
block it, that neural network business and other shadowy digital arts; all 


handy additions to the Transmundane Agent’s digital field kit circa 2021. 


Of course, we can’t go all nuclear option every time someone looks at us 
funny. Not to mention, this stuff really shouldn't be left lying around for 
randos to play with. It’s covert common sense, like not handing an infant a 
loaded gun without checking the safety first. Only vetted Agents have that 


level of access. 


But it’s not all dark and dangerous digital wizardry. For example, the same 
tech used for surveillance can be used to predict weather, plot better routes, 


find anomalous "hot spots", and so on. 


More useful are the perceived skills that augmenting and predictive 
technologies give the Agent. Seeming to have superhuman abilities is both a 
great cover for, and adjunct to, Transmundane ones. If I’m ever forced to 
explain how I do what I do, I just blame a neural network. When their eyes 
glaze over during my buzzword-laden (<« important!) explanation, I know that 


my secret is safe. 


Living this deep in Central territory, my cover story has to be airtight and 


my gear should corroborate. Ideally, it’s all part of an authentic lifestyle. 


“The above chapter is about infiltrating in advance by yo-nin and 
has principles that are very profound and are deep secrets of 
shinobi no jutsu. They should be considered the utmost sections of 
wisdom, and are of a great subtlety. If an intrepid general and 
shinobi no mono work together in accord, spare no expense, listen to 
heaven's will, keep only loyalty and righteousness in mind, and when 
the time comes, use numerous secret skills, then even if a castle is 
guarded by any great commander and thought to be impregnable, there 


will be no way that they cannot infiltrate or capture it.” 


“The Book of Ninja (Bansenshukai)”, Antony Cummins and Yoshie 
Minami, 2013 


